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Integrating Basic Gymnastics with Other Body Weight Training Methods 

In this article, I detail some ideas on integrating basic gymnastics skills and training 
with other types of old school calisthenics, as well as martial arts training methods. Unlike 
modern calisthenics, which commonly treats such exercises as endurance building activities 
or warmups, the old school body weight training methods offer progressive training for high 
levels of full body functional strength and athletic skill. Such training commonly requires little 
to no special equipment except your own body weight. 

I will describe my own personal method of instruction very shortly so that you will get 
an idea of how I approach body weight training. My methodology primarily consists of a 
streamlined, integrated system of aerobic endurance training, body weight training for 
strength, and athletic skill work. Integrating basic gymnastics skills and training methods 
helps to improve and build upon the latter two areas, as well as improve physical ability for 
martial arts and other disciplines. All in all, gymnastics training assists my goal of creating a 
complete methodology for freedom of movement and personal self expression. 

The approach I take to old school calisthenics is primarily based upon my experience in 
martial arts training, the Convict Conditioning approach, the PCC (progressive calisthenics 
certification) system, and gymnastics. The approach I take to basic gymnastics exercises is 
based primarily upon ideas from the book Overcoming Gravity, and experience in serving as a 
strength and conditioning coach at a gymnastics studio. Overcoming Gravity includes 
tutorials for higher level gymnastics exercises that can be chosen from. Weighing in a 500+ 
pages, this book has plenty of solid information in it. It includes chapters on the basics and 
mechanics of body weight training, constructing your own routines, planning ahead for 
training cycles (periodization), dealing with injuries, and more. The book also contains 
descriptions and illustrations of the exercises, details on how to progress in your strength 
work and skill work. Most importantly, progression charts and summaries are included in the 
book, which are useful for making photocopies of for quick reference. In the 3rd chapter, the 
author gives good advice on getting started on setting goals. 
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Warmups 

Warm up before doing any skill work, by skipping rope and going through a few 
minutes of various stretches, or any other suitable warmup work. Warming up raises your 
body's core temperature, which helps improve muscle contraction and activation of your 
central nervous system. Also, proper warmups raise your heart rate and blood flow, to 
improve the transport of oxygen and nutrients into your muscles, and transport wastes out. 
Just remember that your warmup should be only that - a warmup to get ready for the skill 
work. 

Skill Work 

Since this phase of your workout comes directly after warmups, it is the best time to 
work on new things and correct existing techniques. Also, skill work helps to warm up the 
muscles more and reinforce proper technique for the strength phase. If you're feeling fatigued, 
take a rest, since you need to have the stamina to practice correctly. Refer to the Overcoming 
Gravity and Convict Conditioning books, and the resources below for help with the exercises, 
and progressing to higher levels. 

Skill Guidelines - http://chrissalvato.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/03/Skill-Standards.pdf 

I have various body weight training video playlists at the blog below. If you are visiting the 
mobile version of the site, you can find a link to the site menu in the top post. 
http : / / www, strengthcalisthenics .com 

Now, onto the skill work. Use variations of the exercises below, and different set / rep / 
time schemes as needed, depending on your daily / weekly goals. 

Handstands with chest facing wall and toes against the wall. See page 276 in 
Overcoming Gravity for an introduction for handstand work and how to train them properly. 
Keep working on your posture and balance, and strength in holding the position. Open up the 
joints a bit if needed by doing a few pike headstand pushups. I recommend not holding the 
full headstand position against the wall for too long during skill work, so as to save strength 
for the actual strength work. Come back to handstands for isometric training later in the 
workout if so desired, however. 

Once proficient in wall handstands (posture, balance, shoulder strength-endurance), 
start working on moving the toes away from the wall for at least 1 second at a time. The top 
priorities at first are developing the strength and coordination needed to smoothly get into the 
position, and cleaning up your posture while in the position. The proprioception, isometric, 
and joint training benefits of handstand work carry over to martial arts training. 

Frog stand. This is the first step in the planche progression. It will also help develop 
balance and shoulder strength, which has some benefit for handstand work. 

Tuck planche. I recommend feeling it out on parallel bars, such as a dip station or 
pushup station on a power tower, or parallettes. At first, press the body off the ground as in 
the upwards phase of a dip, with the knees tucked in. Start setting the body weight forward 
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and try to bring the hips up to shoulder level. Ideally, the elbows will be mostly or completely 
locked out. 

L-sits. Build up to the progression standard listed in Overcoming Gravity. Use the 
pushup or dip station on a power tower, pushup handles, or parallettes at first. Then, progress 
to practicing L-sits without equipment - such as on an exercise mat or grass. Practice L-sit 
tucks (or, 'N Holds' as described in Convict Conditioning) and practice stretching out one leg 
at a time - 'uneven N-hold'. Practicing the holds this way helps train your legs, core, and 
coordination for kicking skills in martial arts. 

Strength Work. 

As the harder exercises are mastered and enough strength is put 'in the bank', those 
exercises could eventually be considered 'skill work'. The top priorities, of course, are building 
up joint integrity and learning correct form for each new exercise or variation. Keep trying to 
add repetitions each week and take active rest as needed. 

I recommend 'daily undulating periodization' (light and heavy days), once you build up 
to an intermediate level of conditioning. Of course, I also recommend using a push / pull split 
instead - say, push on Monday, pull on Tuesday, etc. - if that works better for your goals. Play 
around with rep / set schemes for at least two pull and two push exercises. Needless to say, 
getting stronger at push and pull exercises helps with many athletic activities. 

Pulling exercises. 

Horizontal pulls - 'rowing'. In the Convict Conditioning approach, horizontal pulls are 
considered a remedial exercise that help train the joints, biceps, grip strength, and back. 
Overcoming Gravity details more exercises for horizontal pullup work. 

Vertical pullups - using both hands. The pullup progression in Convict Conditioning is 
a good starting point. Once you have worked up to the intermediate standard on Uneven 
Pullups (step 7 in the progression), I recommend working on the next exercise as well. 

One arm pullup eccentrics. See Overcoming Gravity page 382 for an excellent tutorial. 
It details a few methods for assisting one arm pullup eccentrics, including the use of a towel 
looped over your bar of choice. I personally recommend using this training method, in 
conjunction with Step 9 of the Convict Conditioning pullup series - Assisted One Arm 
Pullups. There are potentially many years' worth of strength gains to be gotten out of all of the 
ideas on one arm pullups alone, in the two books. Keep experimenting with the many different 
ideas as you progress. 

Pushing exercises. 

Pushups on both hands. The Convict Conditioning pushup series is an excellent place 
to start for remedial exercises for horizontal pushing. Of course, as you work through the 
steps, there are some exercises that require a great level of strength to perform - starting with 
one arm pushups, which - of course - 1 highly recommend building up to. 
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One arm pushups. See page 452 in Overcoming Gravity for elevated one arm pushups, 
which is a variation that helps you train for full horizontal one arm pushups. The tutorial in 
Overcoming Gravity details correct form, and factors that can make it more difficult. I 
recommend working on this exercise after you can perform at the progression standard for 
Uneven Pushups, which is step 7 of the pushup series in Convict Conditioning. I recommend 
using bricks, a step, folded over towels, a medicine ball, or a basketball under the non-working 
hand for uneven pushups. Maintain strict form in these types of exercises to help prepare for 
completely one handed pushups on the floor. 

Dips. Use parallettes, parallel bars such as at a public park, a dip station on a power 
tower, or any two sturdy objects that stand at least about hip height. Chair dips are an 
alternative. I recommend using the 'grease the groove' method for improving on dips if you 
are new to them. See page 82 of Overcoming Gravity. Working on dips using gymnastics rings 
will help you progress and master higher level progressions of the planche and other pushing 
exercises. See the dip progression in Overcoming Gravity. 

Handstand pushups - Refer to the progression starting on page 292 of Overcoming 
Gravity, as well as the handstand pushups progression in Convict Conditioning. Handstand 
pushup variations all work very well as the body weight equivalent of military presses. This 
kind of training helps some to build up the upper trapezius muscles and helps to build a lot of 
explosive strength in and around the shoulders, as well as in the triceps. This provides a lot of 
benefits for wrestlers, especially, and to a great degree, any type of grappling or martial art 
with punching techniques. 

Other types of exercises for strength and toughening. 

Below, I recommend exercises for core compression work, the lower body, and the 
extremities. Feel free to choose from the exercises based upon your goals and the specific 
activities you are training for. Some athletes use an upper body / lower body split instead of a 
push / pull split. Also, the extremities exercises I list could be done at light intensity to warm 
up the muscles to be worked during your work sets. The extremities exercises, at a higher 
intensity, are - of course - still excellent for building joint integrity and strength in your 
calves / feet, lower arms (forearms, wrists, hands / fingers), and neck. Lastly, I also make 
recommendations on which exercises could (or should) be coupled. 

Core compression exercises. 

The core needs to be strong for high levels of ability in any athletic endeavor. 
Overcoming Gravity does not include much in the way of progressions for core work. The 
author believes that core exercises should be done as part of your flexibility and skill work 
training to help improve active flexibility. Also, the author asks, 'Why do extra work on the 
side and waste valuable training time?' This is because, in most of the upper body exercises, 
the core is heavily involved in holding and maintaining correct technique. This is certainly 
true - most body weight training consists of compound exercises. My personal 
recommendation, however, is to practice dedicated core work on days you do not practice 
heavy strength work for pushing and/or pulling exercises. This is because it is very beneficial 
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to martial artists, no matter the style you practice. Also, practicing dedicated core work can 
still help you progress in many other types of upper body exercises. Of course, these are just 
my personal recommendations. Feel free to choose from the below core exercises as you plan 
your weekly training cycles, or to skip ahead to the next page for lower body exercises. 

Ab wheel exercises. See the ab wheel progression starting on page 493 of Overcoming 
Gravity. 

Leg raises and variations. See the leg raise progression in Convict Conditioning. These 
exercises, especially vertical knee raises, useful for martial artists. Use the grease the groove 
method for the early steps, if new to leg raises. This will provide a lot of benefits for any 
martial art, especially where kicking is involved. 

Lower body / Legs. 

It is important to build up the joints, tendons, and muscles in the legs, as they are used 
in many movements in athletic activities and in every day life. 

Squats. See the squat progression in Convict Conditioning. These are useful for training 
almost literally every muscle in the legs, in a synergistic way. As such, squats are a great 
compound exercise. Also, when practiced with correct form - with your back straight, 
squatting down until your glutes almost touch your calves, while keeping your heels touching 
the ground - squats develop a lot of tension-strength in your stabilizer muscles. 

I highly recommend building up to the one leg squat variations. Always be mindful of 
your joints, though! You will want to be very, very careful of over-training with squats, so that 
you do not injure your knees. On the other hand, using regular full squats or half squats - 
practiced slowly - can help you build up the joint integrity and tendon strength and balance 
needed for one leg squats. This is all important for injury prevention - 'prehab', or 
prehabilitation. See Convict Conditioning 2 and Overcoming Gravity for lots of information on 
dealing with as well as preventing injuries. 

Lunges. I recommend practicing these slowly at first to get used to them, as well as to 
stretch out the legs. As you progress with these, your legs will have the strength and flexibility 
to deepen the range of motion. I also recommend practicing lunches as an isometric posture, 
to help with stance training for martial arts. 

Plyometrics. Once you have built sufficient strength and flexibility in your legs, you will 
be ready for explosive work. Plyometrics are exercises intended to build explosiveness and 
speed, and are commonly used for training for athletic activities. 
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Extremities - hands, wrists, forearms, neck, calves. 

Fingertip pushups. These work the extensors of the hands. See Convict Conditioning 2 
for the progression. This should be coupled with hang grip work. Warm up your hands as 
recommended in the book. The hands are involved in some way in practically every method of 
upper body training, and in many activities of every day life, so it is important to train them 
and the lower arms in general. 

Strengthening the hands, wrists, and forearms is necessary for higher levels of training 
in martial arts such as Judo. Such strengthening is even very beneficial for punching 
techniques, and especially various Karate or Kungfu style strikes. 

Exercises for the wrist. Wrist pushups, knuckle pushups, wrist rotations, rope climbing 
(where available), doing pullups while holding on to towels doubled over your pullup bar or a 
tree branch. If you are into Judo or Jiujitsu, be sure to also look into Judo exercises for grip 
training using your training uniform / 'gi'. Also, some baseball players use 'rice bucket' 
exercises for wrist training. 

If you are into striking oriented martial arts, it's definitely important to develop strong 
wrists to make sure that your strikes are solid. This is especially important when you are not 
using gloves to strike, so you can prevent injuries such as boxer's fractures. Of course, you 
have a greater risk of injury when not using gloves to strike, but if you use correct technique 
and have developed your wrists and striking tools well enough, you greatly reduce the risk. 

Hang grip work. Strengthens the forearms. Also in Convict Conditioning 2. This maybe 
used as a supplement to pullup training. Obviously, a strong grip is needed for any kind of 
grappling, and strong forearms are also very beneficial to blocking techniques. 

Neck bridging. Again, see Convict Conditioning 2 for the progression. This should be 
coupled with the bridging progression in the first Convict Conditioning book. This type of 
work has benefits for wrestlers, including being able to hold and transition between positions 
during a match, as well as having a strong enough neck and back to resist during clinching. 
Bridge work also greatly benefits anyone involved in striking, as a strong neck helps to absorb 
the shock of blows thrown to the head. 

Calf raises. Once again, refer to Convict Conditioning 2 for the progression. This should 
be coupled with the squat progression in the first Convict Conditioning book. Having well 
trained calves is important in many athletic activities. The calves are involved in the push-off 
in running, jumping, squatting, stepping forward to strike, many transitions in grappling, and 
so on. 
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Resources 

Thank you for reading! I recommend using the charts, exercise descriptions, advice on 
routines and programming in the Convict Conditioning and Overcoming Gravity books. The 
latter also includes a tutorial on sports periodization, which involves planning out various 
training cycles. Be sure to also look into variations of push, pull, and other types of exercises 
to help you meet your goals. View the resources below for ideas and other types of advice. I 
recommend keeping printouts of these in your own training journal binder. This way you will 
be able to refer to needed information quickly as you log your workouts, make study notes, 
plan a training cycle, or arrange a routine, etc. 
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